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6 PEN QUEST 
As soon as I entered the door and took off my coat, both the 
husband and wife were staring at my boob. Then I noticed the 
smudge. I no longer felt chic, but even more importantly, I was 
now irritated at this couple like it was their fault. I said noth-
ing about it - I mean what could I say that wouldn't have been 
even more embarrassing? 
I tried to pretend that the smudge didn't exist. "Lovely home, 
lovely home. Let's get these rooms measured and sit down and 
talk about a fair price." I really was quite thrilled; this house 
could go for at least $150,000 making my commission about 
$2600 or double if I could sell it myself. 
They were pleased with the price I suggested and seemed to 
like my presentation- I was good with figures and contracts. 
Then it happened: my attitude problem surfaced. 
The wife turned to me and looked over both her shoulders 
and whispered, "The important thing is that we do not want to 
sell our house to colored people. Do you understand?" 
Now I had been dealing with people for eight years; this kind 
of comment was not a surprise to me. I usually said something 
like, "I can sympathize, but of course it is against the law, and 
we don't want to break any laws do we?" This didn't bother me 
because I never minded taking $3000 from a couple of bigots. 
But they were staring at my left boob - and I was sick of being 
nice to people. 
So I leaned really close to these people and whispered, "No 
ma'am, I don't understand." 
They added, continuing the whispering, "It's not that we're 
prejudiced, but we don't want to make the neighbors mad. 
We've been living here a long time. And you know how one 
black family can upset the whole neighborhood.'' 
Then I did it. I put my head down close to the table and whis-
pered real low, "Yes ma'am, I do know. Boy, when we moved 
into our neighborhood most of the houses were soon on the 
market. You see, my husband's black." 
I lied. My husband is not black, but this was really fun watch-
ing them squirm. Actually, I do this quite often, telling people 
my husband's black or that I'm a lesbian or whatever can make 
people squirm. You should try it; it's fun, but it won't get you 
many friends, or a listing. 
Well, they decided to think about it and I decided to do some-
thing about my attitude. It wasn't a big decision because I'd 





12 PEN QUEST 
The air in Pete's place is over used. It's been breathed too 
many times. Never changing year in, year out 
just like Pete. 
He stands behind the altar with one foot propped on 
a bar stool, a wet toothpick working his teeth. 
You wanna sandwich? Yeah. 
Anyone can buy a sandwich 
Anyone can buy a beer 
But only the Elect abide. 
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Kathleen O'Brien 
Coffee in the Tea Room 
To the women who aren't in my life. 
Robed shadows move 
with finn intent. 
Breakfast lines of beads 
and hems 
whispering 
in reticent light. 
Expecting a 
"Hush ... " 
I stir strong coffee, 
gently, 
and remember 
navy-blue girls 
at Daily Mass 
consecrated 
to Immaculate Conception. 
I have no quarrel with this dim silence -
not coming to, but from, long night's work 
in steam and greasy air. 
Harsh lights' truth and drunks' 
abuse as I pour and serve. Reserve 
my smiles; offer 
and take away, 
then pray for more 
than dimes. 
But friends have moved as Time 
has marked its pace and none remain 
to wash away the past night's pain. 
30 
~ 
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Filling the tea kettle at my sink, I noticed the Martin's back 
porch light through my kitchen window. Odd, it was still on. 
The Martins almost never used that light. I was sure of that 
now. I had wondered earlier whether they used their exterior 
floods, but now I was certain, standing at my kitchen window, 
that I had never seen that particular light on before. 
I stood transfixed. Why would that light be on? It was still 
early, not quite eleven o'clock. Was something wrong over at 
the Martin's? Perhaps someone had broken in and was holding 
the family at knife-point, or even gun-point. Maybe one of the 
Martins, in the midst of the attack, managed to turn on that 
back light as a signal. I could see a few interior lights on, but 
all was quiet otherwise. One attacker could be ransacking the 
house while another held the family captive. In such a situa-
tion, only the Martin's exterior lights, surreptitiously operated 
by an alert family member, could serve as a signal to the neigh-
borhood. 
I was terrified. A robbery in our neighborhood! Before mid-
night, yet. I had to do something. Immediately my mind went 
to the .38 revolver we kept in the night stand on Vic's side of 
the bed. I wondered whether I should have awakened him. No, 
no, he wouldn't believe me. He'd call me a fool and order me to 
bed. Order me to bed! Vic was much too trusting but I had an 
intuitive feel for things like this. As I crept into the bedroom 
for the gun, I reminded myself of the time I knew Vic had left 
one of the burners on following his standard Sunday morning 
breakfast creation. We were on our way to church when the re-
alization hit me, and I made him turn around and take us back 
home. Sure enough, the burner was on and would have proba-
bly burnt down the house, given the length of sermons lately. 
Intuitive I was, and a far better shot than Vic anyway, so there 
was no reason to get him out of bed. 
I stuffed the gun in one of my generous blue jean hip pockets 
and made my way out of the bedroom. This was a petite little 
gun, only a five-shot. In my haste to save the Martins, I didn't 
look for the speed loader, filled with an additional five bullets, 
so I had only the ammo in the gun. The flood light was still on, 
so the attackers must still have been in the Martin's house. 
As I snuck across our adjoining backyards, I noticed nothing 
suspicious. These suburban thieves, I thought, getting more so-
phisticated all the time. Ransack a home and not draw a bit of 
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attention to yourselves, except for the ubiquitous porch light. 
The giveaway. 
I covered the Martin's back porch without a noise. I could see 
faintly through their curtains. The TV set was tuned to the 
late news, channel four, of course, and I could make out two fig-
ures sitting together on the couch in front of the set. Every-
thing looked all right. It was then I realized the cunning nature 
of the theives I was up against. 
They had convinced the Martins that the family would be 
spared if Herb and Babs sat quietly in front of the set, pretend-
ing to watch the news, while they went through the house in 
search of loot. No doubt one of the gunmen kept a weapon 
trained on the two frightened adults throughtout the ordeal, to 
prevent them from phoning for help. This heinous individual 
was just out of my line of sight. But I knew the layout of the 
Martin house, and knew the gunman could be at almost any 
vantage point, given the fine exposure the living room had from 
the rest of the house. 
I wondered whether I should retreat to my own house at this 
point and call the police. It must have been five minutes that 
I debated this with myself; I watched the sports and two com-
mercials through the Martin's sheer drapery. But no, the 
thieves could turn nasty while I was gone, and tomorrow's 
newscast would be all about the murdered Martins and their 
neighbors who did nothing to help. 
This last thought inspired me to action. I knocked on the slid-
ing glass door. It didn't occur to me that my life would now be 
in danger from the gunmen - such was my eagemes.s to get in-
side and help rily friends. 
Barbara and Herb looked at each other on the couch. Yeah, 
they were frightened, all right. I wanted to say, "I got your sig-
nal," but that would tip off the thieves and endanger the fami-
ly. I couldn't let them know I knew what was going on inside 
their precious home. But when the thieves made their appear-
ance with the loot, preparing to exit the Martin's house, they'd 
be on the reckoning end of a snub-nosed Charter Arms, under-
cover special. 
Babs came to the sliding glass door, unlocked it and let me in. 
She seemed surprised to see me and a little disoriented. 
"Vicki, how are you? Is everything okay?" 
"With me? Yeah, okay, I gues.s. I saw your light on and 
44 PEN QUEST 
thought I'd come over for a little visit." 
Babs was in a nightcoat. She pulled the frayed pink polyester 
collar tightly around her neck. She shot a confused look across 
the room to Herb, who was in casual pants, no shirt. He didn't 
seem to want me there, neither did, in fact. This only served to 
confirm my suspicions, because I knew the Martins to be uni-
versally hospitable. They were probably trying to signal me to 
leave, not wanting to entangle my life and safety with their 
personal tragedy. Like I said, such neighbors are hard to find, 
wanting only to quietly endure this robbery without bothering 
the Cominskys. 
"So, Jennifer is in third grade next fall," I said, trying to buy 
time until the burglars made their appearance, no doubt bloat-
ed with goods gleaned from the well-to-do Martins. 
"Ah, yes, yes, third it is," said Babs uncomfortably. If only I 
could tell her the porch light worked as the signal she (or Herb) 
had intended. She motioned for me to have a seat on there-
cliner which had been reupholstered to match the overly-
expensive sectional couch. 
"How's work, Herb? Pre-cast concrete doing as good as ever?'' 
"Yeah, just great, better than ever." A man of few words in 
the face of danger, I thought. 
There wasn't much to talk about. I supposed the Martins 
were preoccupied with worry over what could happen to their 
children and what sort of things the thieves would take. It was 
in this nervous silence that reality hit me. 
There had to be at least two thieves in .the house to ensure 
the docile cooperation of the Martins. I had assumed this ear-
lier without stopping to think they would both be armed, most 
likely. Now I am a good shot, but two against one? Even if I 
successfully survived a shoot-out with the thugs, chances were 
good they'd get off one or two shots at the least, possibly 
wounding or, God forbid, killing one of the Martins. 
It was then the wisdom of the Martin's action hit me. Most 
neighbors, disturbed by the flood light, would simply have 
called to complain. Of course the thieves, not wanting to create 
suspicion, would probably have let Herb answer the phone and 
he would then signal for help. The alerted neighbor would have 
notified the police, and all would be well. · 
But I had figured it out. I had outsmarted myself. Now here 
I sat, endangering myself and my friends. My presence could 
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anger the theives who might take out their displeasure on us 
with violence. 
But the thieves apparently hadn't seen me. At least, I had not 
seen or heard them. I was free to make my way back home and 
call for help. 
This reasoning took only a few seconds, then I jumped up and 
dashed for the door, speaking over my shoulder in a hushed 
voice. "Don't you guys worry, everything will be okay." 
I ran home, trying to remember the Martin's exact address to 
tell the police. 

Kathleen O'Brien 
The Anguish of Flames 
Dedicated to my wounded hero 
QUINN STREET ... 
I ran it, incensed 
by your strength. 
Weathered tenements 
and blue-gray grandmothers 
watched 
long, skinny legs: 
Rat-poisoned alleys 
and black cellars, gravel 
quarries, candy-striped 
parks, truck yards 
and magnolia-blessed 
churchyards 
paid homage 
to my growing 
sneakers. 
I claimed all 
Bridgeport 
my own. 
King of the Mountain 
for my father's daughter! 
Nevermind that Spring would turn 
my magic domain 
into the gas station parking lot 
and someday 
boys would run faster. 
-2-
Home. Safe harbor 
for this unmaidenly Viking, 
47 
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proclaimed handsomely 
by the carcass-filled reefers 
you drove by moonlight 
every second and third day. 
Your sweat and beer smelling 
almost 
as sustaining as dinner. 
I had no tales to offer -
only hugs; 
you knew 
all the stories anyway, 
years ago, 
when you threw me (age three) 
off the raft 
and said, "Swim." 
You knew (then) 
what you wanted 
of me. 
-3-
On the Holy Day 
of First Communions 
veils abandoned early 
giggles echoed 'round the block 
dove-white dresses and lacey 
anklets graced Squad # 8 
called to duty 
from the hot beef, tapped kegs 
and sponge cake of a rotting 
back porch. On Quinn Street 
nothing was too good 
for my father's 
daughter. 
-4-
"Big Daddy Jack" 
uniformed in blue that reeked 
KATHLEEN O'BRIEN 
of screaming children, hungry 
flames. Coming home late 
in the morning, 
your eyes 
relieving themselves 
of terror: 
far beyond 
good 
clean 
dirt. 
far beyond exhaustion. 
I learned early 
how to judge 
for real 
heroes. 
-5-
I watched your family 
and your belly 
swell, demand 
new dreams: a change of heart. 
Your house leaned 
towards the suburbs; 
your thirst tore us apart 
and one of us forgot 
which path you worked 
so hard to set me on 
and soon I learned you didn't 
really care as long as I 
kept my hair 
out of my eyes, 
stood up straight 
and didn't cry, 
studied hard enough 
to not outsmart the high 
school guys 
brought home to you while I 
became 
49 
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a ... goddess? nymph? or heroine? 
or maybe just a woman . . . 
But mostly you just pushed 
for sexy 
and made no small thing 
of me not quite 
filling my mother's 
brassieres. 
For you? 
My father's daughter 
never made it 
as his kind of 
woman. 
-6-
Look at me, Daddy Jack! 
I'm sixteen 
and you're not so slick 
anymore. 
Hard work has claimed your back 
and your guts 
and your soul. 
(I no longer look around 
at 9:00 Mass for a renegade 
fireman requesting 
another week's 
insurance.) 
We meet to spar over the news 
and I howl 
inside, "How can a hero 
have become such a pig?" 
Glass of gin an hourly broadcast 
of its own, I leave 
to nurse a private binge: 
two parts my tears, one part 
yours, stirred, 
chilled 
and savoured (bittersweet) 
KATHLEEN O'BRIEN 
while I longed for heroes 
and wished that boys 
were men. 
-7-
Oh, Daddy Jack, 
I'm a woman now, 
and the father of my child 
is not like you. He 
has neither white horse 
nor red truck, no smokey uniforms, 
no tatoos. But 
he's a big man, too, 
and I wonder why his 
kind magic 
didn't rekindle ... 
Wondered, that is, 
until ... 
-8-
"Hey look! An accident! 
Jesus Christ, STOP THE CAR!" 
Backwards on the highway, 
runnmg 
ever 
so 
slowly ... 
Carrying the anguish of flames 
like cement blocks on our feet. 
The terror of waiting. 
Knowing Death is watching, playing 
this reel in s 1 o w motion. 
Down, 
through the trees; 
Harry and I stop 
just short of a blazing 
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tomb. 
We circle, strain 
to see through the curtains of Hell. 
Dancing orange walls 
teasing us onward, 
they open so slightly 
and slam shut again 
and again 
fracturing our vision. 
"Oh, my God!" 
(There's somebody in there.) 
"HARRY!" 
(FUCK! We can't make it in.) 
And then the mocking flames part - " 
stop their feasting 
just long enough 
to let us know 
who won. 
-9-
Charred and eaten, 
sexless, 
faceless being 
captured in half pivot 
at the wheel. Hands raised 
pleading, 
black and palming the window 
for mercy. 
With smell a shriek of terror 
I see the unknowable moment 
met too soon. 
(I'm sorry.) 
KATHLEEN O'BRIEN 
-10-
Police come first. So late. 
Far away from Harry and me, 
they just shout, 
"Get outta there - before it blows." 
And I can only think, "Eat shit, 
you guys!" This fire 
is drying my tears 
and I must call Big Jack, 
right now, at five a.m. 
- after too long a time -
and whisper, "Daddy, 
I love you." 
53 

Shatney 
Truth and the Violin 
SoMETIMES I WONDER how I have survived these past 
four years. Today it seems worse than usual. Ms. Benedict is 
really on the war path. I can hear her screaming through the 
door, "Michael, Michael, Michael, why do you continue when 
you make mistakes?" She has said that ten times already and 
it's only five minutes into my son's violin lesson. "Stop, stop," 
she yells. "Michael, you're a smart boy. Even a dumb boy could 
do this better than you." I can't listen to this anymore. I move 
down the hall. 
There are times, now, when I think I won't be able to sit here 
one more minute. The benches are hard as rock. The walls are 
stark, not a picture or a curtain or even graffiti anywhere. Ag-
gravating these austere conditions is the dull persistence of mu-
sic. The sound comes from all directions; you can't shut it out. 
Complete concertos, short passages, perfection and repeated 
mistakes, making me strain to decipher the sounds that are 
made by my son, straining to hear the reaction of Ms. Benedict. 
Four years ago when my son auditioned to study at the con-
servatory, I would have given anything to be where I am now. 
You see, Michael was self-taught, only played by ear. I didn't 
think he stood a ghost of a chance. So, as I sat on the hard 
bench that rainy afternoon, I listened to the other children au-
dition and tried to guess which child would beat out my son. 
Now my listening has changed. Now, I would know talent like 
Michael's. Mrs. Tanaka, Michael's advisor here, actually gave 
me lessons in listening. It all seemed so important. "You have 
a very big task in front of you," she explained to me as if I was 
a child. "Your son is very gifted, a gift that someday will belong 
to the world. And it rests on your shoulders." 
You can imagine what an honor it was for me, who had never 
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played or studied an instrument, to have my son accepted at 
the conservatory at the age of seven. It became my life. But 
things haven't quite worked out as expected. "Michael doesn't 
seem to have the concentration," Mrs. Tanaka explained in the 
condescending baby voice she reserves for the parents who are 
not musically literate. "His music has an insipid quality. I 
know I told you we felt he had the makings of a concert violin-
ist, but there are some things you just can't predict. His future 
in music is limited. He just isn't a virtuoso. Maybe someday 
he'll be a concertmaster or play in a quartet or chamber ensem-
ble, but that's it." 
I hate to say this, I know how selfish it sounds, but it was as 
though she told me he had only six months to live. It took me 
quite awhile to overcome that shock, and now that I'm back to 
earth, this place looks different. 
You just never know what you're getting yourself into. That 
first lesson I sat on the cold bench and tried to read a book. I 
must have read that one page ten times when this rather tall 
man with an undersized violin case appeared on the bench next 
to me. "My dear, don't read any further," he said in a Hungar-
ian accent that sounded a lot like Zsa Zsa's. "The father dies 
in the end." I never did finish that book. 
"I'm Bedrick Vash." 
The name meant nothing to me, but I gathered it should have 
by the way he said it and the fact that he didn't bother to ask 
for my name. 
"Americans don't know how to enjoy good music," he contin-
ued. "Why in Budapest, I played in wonderful quartets and 
chamber groups. People enjoyed playing with me. Here, I have 
to pay musicians to play with me. What do you play?" he 
asked. 
"I'm sorry to say, nothing." 
"All cultured women in Hungary at least play the piano." He 
seemed intent on insulting me. But I already felt inept around 
musicians and his rude manner somehow intrigued me. "How 
old do you think I am?" he asked out-of-the-blue. 
"I can't guess that. I'm not good with age." 
"Try, please, you can't insult me." 
"Oh, maybe fifty-five." 
"Ha, see, Americans age fast too. I'm seventy-three." 
This impressed me. Aside from being a little bent over, which 
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at six feet didn't make that much difference, there was nothing 
to give his age away, mentally or physically. 
As the weeks went on he became less abrasive and really quite 
channing. He was straight from an old movie: kissing my hand, 
bringing me calla lilies, calling me his "baby girl." Who could 
resist his charm? He talked mostly of music, but I was never 
bored. He'd tell me about great violin performances in a way 
that made me feel and hear every nuance. "Nobody gave a per-
formance like Heifetz. He would stand perfectly still through-
out his whole performance. The only muscles he used were the 
ones absolutely required to play the instrument. Then he'd look 
straight down the finger board so that the sound would enter 
both ears at the same time instead of his left ear first. Of 
course, the audience was not accustomed to seeing the violin 
played with so few motions, and soo~ the whole house was 
filled with people whose only muscles in use were the involun-
tary ones. And when the last note was played and the audience 
emerged from this frozen state, every muscle in their bodies 
seemed to be thrust into their applause: it was deafening. Hei-
fetz always seemed embarrassed and would almost run off the 
stage." 
I could almost hear the bravos and see the empty stage. Soon, 
I would wait for my evening visits with Bedrick. I could actu-
ally recognize his footsteps as he approached the top of the 
third flight of stairs. 
I know that Bedrick may seem a bit different to some people, 
but I assure you he can charm most anyone. And believe me, 
most musicians can only charm you from the stage. Right now, 
I see two of, shall we say, the more typical specimens heading 
down the hall. It's the Rogets. What a pair! He's about five-six 
and she is at least six-four. They always play piano four-hands. 
She always plays the upper notes. So, with this height differ-
ence you can't see Mr. Roget at all. Their performances remind 
me of watching an Amazon with four hands, until the last note 
is played. Then Mrs. Roget raises her arms, wrists first, and 
Mr. Roget peaks slyly from beneath her ann, looking like a 
fretful child, or sometimes a page turner. 
"Hi!" He always talks to me, but he doesn't seem to remem-
ber me from week to week. "This is my wife Mavis. We're pro-
fessional musicians, both of us." 
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"Claude, I'm sure she knows that by now," Mavis says. "You 
talk to her every week." 
"Sure I do. I remember. Her son plays the violin. He is really 
good for a six-year-old." 
"He's eleven," .I say. 
"You know, there is a woman you must meet," he says. "She's 
your double, I mean it. Here, come with me." 
I've got nothing better to do, so I let Roget lead me down the 
hall. He flings open a door, and the woman from behind the 
Steinway just about has a heart attack. And she's old enough 
to have one! God, she must be eighty! I'm only thirty-five. And 
we don't resemble each other at all. 
"Look, Millie. I found this girl out in the hall. She looks just 
like you. Don't you think?" He looks pleased at this introduc-
tion. 
"Oh, heavens, Claude. What a compliment," the woman says. 
"I suppose it's not much of a compliment for you though, is it 
dear?" 
"Oh, I can see the resemblance." I have to lie. 
"See, I told you," Roget says. Then he looks at me and at her 
and says, "No, no this isn't right. I've got the wrong people. 
You don't look alike at all." 
The old woman and I smile uncomfortably, and excuse our-
selves. Roget just seems to drift off to Mavis' side, apparently 
latching onto a new thought. What can I say? For four years 
I've put up with people like this. 
I know you must think I am making a big thing over violin 
lessons, but you should know what this involves. For Michael 
it has been most of his life. He practices before school. Then he 
comes home at noon and practices until his lesson at 5:00. He 
hasn't even seen a TV show since Sesame Street, and he'd be 
hard pressed to name a recent sports hero. He's developed a 
huge scar on the left side of his neck, from hugging the violin. 
He looks pale. And I feel like I'm a nanny to a prince. 
Thank God, Bedrick has really helped to comfort me as Mi-
chael has developed. Within three weeks he was helping me 
deal with my new role. He'd hold my hand and stroke my face 
and say, "You must breathe with your son when he plays. 
Watch him in the afternoons and make sure he is feeling the 
music. Close your eyes and really listen. Bring him up on Ba-
roque and at puberty wean him to Beethoven." 
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Sure, he was eccentric, but I loved it. Even though I knew 
nothing about his background, it never seemed that important. 
I felt total confidence in what he told me. You must realize he 
was a very distinguished gentleman and I just didn't feel com-
fortable prying. At first, I thought he was teaching at the con-
servatory. Then I decided that he must be an advisor. When I 
felt suspicious of his reason for hanging around so much, I 
would remind myself how much I enjoyed his company. I sure-
ly didn't want to jeopardize our meetings. 
He'd take me into a practice room and play the violin for me. 
Well, he never actually played, but what he did was better. He 
wouldn't even remove his gloves or take up the violin from the 
case. He'd just curl his left hand over the imaginary instrument 
and bow with the same imagination. Once he did the whole 
"Beethoven Violin Concerto," humming every note, concen-
trating so hard that his eyes displayed that nystagmic eye 
movement violinists develop while staring at their fingers so 
close to their face. The concerto was magnificent. And theca-
denza was the best I've ever heard. I had dreams of watching 
Michael play like that. 
It is hard for me to remember that Michael will never sound 
like that. Everyone expected so much from him - I did too. 
Bedrick said, "It's the expectations that stifle creativity the 
most. Let him form his own goals." That's what I became 
afraid of- Michael's expectations and goals. 
I began to worry about this the day Michael said, "More than 
anything in the world, I just want to stay at school the whole 
day and eat lunch in the cafeteria with the kids and play soccer 
on a team." Can you imagine wanting that instead of perform-
ing in the great concert halls throughout the world? Of course, 
he is just a young boy. But even now that we all know his ca-
reer is limited- it's too late to stop. How do you go back to a 
childhood? 
Just when I was concerned about Michael's increasing dissat-
isfaction, Bedrick was gone for a whole week. I felt guilty, but 
I just had this urge to do some investigating into his past. One 
night I used the conservatory's library and traced his career. It 
was incredible! Before he was even twenty-one he had given 
solo performances with most of the major European orchestras. 
It was absolutely thrilling seeing my Bedrick in all those news-
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papers. I felt ridiculous not guessing that he was once a great 
violinist. 
Then, I ran across the big story in his life and I just couldn't 
believe it. At twenty-five he had a freak accident and lost two 
fingers from his left hand. How could I possibly not have no-
ticed? I had known him for four years. I had touched his hands. 
I had watched him play the violin, or at least thought I had. 
As I read on, I felt less betrayed and more understanding realiz-
ing the courage he had. Before the bandages were even off he 
was practicing- his left hand bowing and his right hand fin-
gering. He did a remarkable job, but not good enough to resume 
his solo career. However, he continued. He played and conduct-
ed, and even enjoyed quite a comeback performing and con-
ducting Vivaldi's "Four Seasons" at the Venice Festival. Then 
he just gave it all up to teach. He came to the conservatory lim-
ited in teaching technique, of course. How could he teach tech-
nique with missing fingers? So, he became a consultant, sort of 
a professor emeritus. 
I worried about how I would react to him the next time I saw 
him. I glanced dnwn at his glove and realized how much I must 
have been infatuated with him because it was obvious. I felt 
uncomfortable, but it wasn't as bad as I expected. It was almost 
like he knew I had discovered his background. 
"The pressures were great - with or without fingers. My 
whole life was playing the violin. It was best to give up my 
playing career, for now I can feel the music from inside. I didn't 
need the violin after all." For the first time his expression was 
not that of the distinguished professor. His expression resem-
bled Michael's. Compliant. 
"What about Michael? Could he survive without his violin? 
Oh, Bedrick, I'm afraid. He's so troubled lately." 
"My poor baby girl. I shouldn't have left you alone so long. 
Michael can find peace in music, if he can take the pressure off 
himself. I will talk to him." 
That talk changed Michael. I can't explain it, just a change. 
Then Bedrick stopped coming all together, a good three 
months ago. I don't know how to find him. I worry about him 
so, but Michael says that he'll be back. 
I wonder what crazy thing is happening now. I'll bet at least 
four violin teachers have run down the hall. There's always a 
lot of excitement around here, but rarely do you see someone 
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running. Something is happening in Michael's room. As I look 
in, all I can think of is some sort of demonic ritual. Michael is 
circled by a group of men rubbing their chins in thought. He's 
playing the "Bruch Violin Concerto." Ms. Benedict breaks 
away from the crowd and joins me in the hall. 
"He's ready," she says. 
"Ready for what?" 
"He's ready to make his debut with the Philharmonic." 
"But you said he didn't have what it took to be a concert vio-
linist." 
"We had to put him at ease. You too, for that matter. And 
as soon as you lowered your expectations, he started playing 
the music from within." 
Michael plays the last note and draws the bow high toward 
the ceiling. There is silence, then a bravo, cheers and smiles. 
Michael stares blankly. Sweat runs close to the corners of his 
eyes. His hair is wet. The scar redder than ever. His face seems 
puffy; he almost looks like a boxer after a fight. He's not hap-
py. I refuse to discuss the idea of a debut with anyone until I 
can talk to Michael. 
"Excuse me, gentlemen, but Michael is not going to play or 
discuss this anymore today," I announce. "Michael, pack up, 
we're leaving." We head down the hall. 
In the car on the way home, Michael can only say, "It will be 
all right. I know how to take the pressure off." 
I know I must talk to Bedrick before I can let Michael go 
back to the conservatory. I feel like they have all deceived me 
and Michael. 
The next day over the phone the receptionist at the conser-
vatory acts like she doesn't know Bedrick Vash. I hear her call 
to somebody in the background, "Hey, who's Vash? I've heard 
his name, but can't place him. Can you?" 
I can barely hear the voice in the back, but I'm sure of what 
I hear. 
"You know who he is, remember? That crack-pot who hangs 
around here. He was really quite a violinist once, then he just 
went crazy or something and cut off his fingers.'' 
Mark McBride 
turning plows 
It calls for him 
these days, 
out of the distant fog 
that covers the fields. 
Half-stoned and slouched 
in his chair, 
he hears it 
cutting the land: 
weeds popping 
like broken beads. 
He imagines the smell 
of wet grass 
and the tom, brown earth 
that lies between 
then and now. 
There is 
the forked-tongue 
of the plow, 
the horse's steady 
plodding, the turned 
soil, the smothered 
past. They are 
all he wants. 
Though his feet 
seldom touch the earth 
they are stained, 
indelible, 
with loam and clay. 
He follows 
the straight plow 
now as he stands 
to dance, 
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his arms around her waist; 
they turn 
like the whirling earth. 
She takes the lead 
while he feels 
the broken land 
beneath his feet. 
The worn leather straps 
call my father 
to follow. 
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Jonathan Williams 
A Valediction for My Father (1898-1974) 
all the old things 
are gone now 
and the people are 
different 
Editors' Note: Jonathan Williams read 
his poems at the University of North 
Florida on April 15th, 1985. 
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